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Mythic Landscapes of the Boom and Bust
Weedon Island, Florida
By Sheila K. Stewart

T

he Weedon Island Preserve is a 3,164-acre nature park situated on the shores of Old Tampa Bay in northeast St.
Petersburgql A mosaic of mangrove forest, tidal marshes,
pine flatwoods, and remnants of hammocks, the preserve also
encompasses a famous prehistoric archaeological site, which was
excavated by the Smithsonian Institution in the 1920s and has
been listed on the National Register of Historic Places since 1972.
Of national, state, and regional significance,Weedon Island's wild
landscape carries a strong sense of place for the citizens of Pinellas
County and in the last thirty years has captured community support for the conservation of the cultural remains and natural
resources there.
Like many areas across Florida disrupted by developers, railroads, and agribusinesses, the ecosystems of Weedon Island were
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altered dramatically throughout the twentieth century.* However,
the significant cultural history of Weedon Island, celebrated by
thousands of residents and visitors during the Florida boom,
spurred archaeologists to band together, first with governmental
agencies, and finally with environmental activists to preserve "St.
Petersburg's last pocket of wilderness" in its built-out urban landcape.^ As a result, the State of Florida purchased Weedon Island
in 1974 for six million dollars and allocated funds to protect environmentally endangered lands; in 1986 the St. Petersburg Historic
Preservation Commission unanimously approved the designation
of the Weedon Island archaeological site as a local landmark.4 A
special task force, formed in August 1988, prevented the develop
ment of Weedon Island as a traditional park and preserved its
rough charms as a part of Pinellas County's environmental land
management program.5 In a region of theme parks and fantasy
worlds, Weedon Island continues to be an island of wilderness, a
wild secluded place for reflection and communing with nature.
The present buildings, fishing pier, rustic boardwalks, and
tower structures on the Weedon Island Preserve are the reflections
of the cultural dynamics of Pinellas County during the last thirty
years of the twentieth century. But a number of different landscapes prevailed during the early decades of the century, as
Weedon Island underwent several "cultural makeovers." Narvaiez
Park and pavilion tower, the San Remo Club, the Grand Central
Airport, and Kennedy City, the site of Florida's first motion picture
studios, presented successive profiles on the face of Weedon Island
between 1923 and 1933.

2.

3.

4.
5.

David R. Colburn, "Florida Politics in the Twentieth Century," in The New
Hislory o f M d a , ed. M. Gannon, 344372. (Gainesville, Florida: University
Press of Florida, 1996), 349-351; Gary R. Mormino, Land $Sunshine, State of
Dreams. (Gainesville, Florida: University Press of Florida, 2005), 213228;
Weedon Island Story. (Pinellas County Department of Environmental
Management, Environmental Lands Division, 2005), 2 . 5 4 .
Unpublished correspondence between Ray C. Robinson, President of the
Suncoast Archaeological Society Inc. and Congressman Elect C.W. Bill Young
in possession of the author, 18 December 1970, 22 December 1970; Diane
Rado, 'State Won't Build on Weedon Island," St. Petersburg Times, 5 March
1988.
David Olinger, "Weedon Opponents Gain Allies," St. Petersburg Times, 26
February 1988.
Weedon Island Committee, Pinellas County, Florida.
Report and
Recommmdations to the Florda Departmt of Natural Resources, June 1, 1988.
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In the 1998 film The Red Violin scientists and musical instrument experts discover the history of a mysterious violin put up for
auction. By examining the markings and peculiarities on its surface and by researching the historical documents, the experts
uncover intriguing stories of the violin's previous owners through
the centuries and ultimately decipher the meaning of its unusual
rosy luster. Like the red violin in the film, the stories of owners
and entrepreneurs are embedded in the landscape of Weedon
Island in the burial mounds of Native Americans, in the sandy
scars of airport runways lined with palmettos, and in the mangrove
swamps pierced by scattered, rotting electrical poles.
Beginning in the 1920s, promotional campaigns on behalf of
the growing city of St. Petersburg increased, and the functions of
the buildings on the Weedon Island landscape shifted from homesteads to a dinner and dancing pavilion to an archaeological excavation site to a supper club and tourist destination to an airport
and finally to a movie production development. Each venture left
a record on the landscape, and as with the red violin, each generation of developers projected its ethos into a new story about
Weedon Island. Old-timers say there is something special about its
landscape, something that captures your imagination and gets into
your blood.
Even the persistence of the peninsula's designation as an
island is more a part of its cultural charisma than its geography. In
fact, Weedon Island is a peninsula, and the first glimpse of its form
appears in a survey of the area made by George Watson Jr. in May
1848. Watson's "Study of the Land District Cast" included a sketch
map drawn by one of his assistants. The area known today as
Weedon Island Preserve was depicted as an uninhabited swampy
peninsula attached to the mainland at an amorphous boundary.
No roads or structures were drawn on its landscape. Aerial photographs produced by the Burgert Brothers of Tampa as part of
archaeological field work conducted in 1923 by the Smithsonian
also showed a slender land bridge of mangroves connecting the
main peninsula to the mainland. Yet, the caption below the photograph identified the area as an islands6

6.

J. Walter Fewkes, "ArcheologicalField-work in New Mexico and Florida/Field
Season of 1923."In Explorations and Field-Work of the Smithsonian Institution in
1923, (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution, 1924), 81,89.
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January 1924 newspaper articles indicate that the Boulevard
and Bay Land and Development Company arranged boat trips to
"Weedon's Island" while the Smithsonian was excavating the
Indian mounds.' An early development plat map published in the
St. Petersburg Times shows concentric rings with the bulls-eye centering on the St. Petersburg Yacht Club and the Weedon Peninsula as
the remote outer ring of their proposed "Florida Riviera." Perhaps
the development corporation gave it the mythical island designation to enhance the ambiance of the Riviera on the outer reaches
of St. Petersburg. Or, perhaps the isolation and inaccessibility of
the place formed an island in the minds of the visitors who sailed
there in yachts launched from the St. Petersburg docks. But with
the construction of the scenic boulevard leading from St.
Petersburg to the pavilion on the peninsula in February 1924, the
"island" definitely became accessible to the public by car.8
In his 1924 excavation report, Jesse Walter Fewkes, Chief of
the Smithsonian Institution's Bureau of American Ethnology,
referred to the landscape as an island even while sketching a land
bridge entirely blanketed by prehistoric Indian mounds connected
to the mainland? According to the St. Petersburg Times, Dr. Fewkes
and his assistants drove to the excavation site by automobile. Yet
the same article describes the site as an island "a mile and a half
wide and four miles long.. .of shell mound formation."1° With the
publication of the Smithsonian's report, the prehistoric culture
first discovered at Weedon Island was named after the site, and the
island moniker became a permanent part of the cultural memory
of St. Petersburg. Dr. Fewkes misspelled "Weedon" in his report,
and the prehistoric culture has been referred to as the "Weeden"
Island Culture in archaeological literature ever since."
The State of Florida first sold the swampland of the peninsula
to Joseph Masters on April 1, 1859, and then to settler William P.
"Two Big Picnics Arranged for Weedon's Island Soon," St. Petersburg
Ind-qbendent, 11 January 1924; "Scientiststo Excavate Old Indian Mounds,"St.
Petersburg Times, 18 January 1924.
E. M. Elliott and Associates, "Thousands See Florida Riviera," St. Petersburg
Times, 5 February 1924.
J. Walter Fewkes, Preliminary Archeological Explorations at Weeden Island, f i d a .
Smithsonian Miscellaneous Collections, Vol. 76, No. 13, (Washington D.C.:
Smithsonian Institution, 1924).
"Ethnologist Finds Skulls of Prehistoric Race on First Trip to Weeden's
Island."St. Petersburg Times, 7 November 1923, p.3.
Fewkes, Preliminary ArcheoEogical Explorations at Weeden Island, 1Plorida.
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Pillans on November 25, 1868.12 Little has been written about this
early homestead period of Weedon Island. The quiet inlet around
which the Weedon peninsula curves was named Papys Bayou after
Antonio Papi, a descendent of Gaspar Papi and Anna Pons from
St. Augustine. The Italian Papy/Papi family arrived in Tampa in
1868, and Antonio, a Confederate war hero and veteran of the
Third Seminole War, homesteaded on the Pinellas peninsula and
established a fishing rancho on Tampa ~ay." In his History of
Pinellas Peninsula, John A. Bethell refers to "Pillings" [sic] as the
first settler to take up residence on Weedon Island and reports that
he raised a "very fine garden truck" and planted the original
orange grove on his fenced homestead.14
By the time S. T. Walker explored the property while conducting business for the U.S. Fish Commission in 1879, he only saw the
remnants of the early homesteads. Walker observed both the tumbledown houses with orange and lemon trees of historic settlers
and the shell mounds and middens of prehistoric settlen.15 He
described the location of the mounds on a "narrow peninsula" in
a place known as "Pillan's Hummock," providing a verbal snapshot
of the landscape before the island myth crept into the vernacular.16 The early settlers' homes and groves were passing into the
archaeological record, artifacts of the first historic story played out
on Weedon Island.
Perhaps the most celebrated owners of the place are Dr. Leslie
Washington Weedon and his wife Blanche Henderson Weedon,
who was deeded the property in 1898 by her father, William B.
Henderson." By the time the couple mamed the following year,
Dr. Weedon already enjoyed a national reputation for his research
on yellow fever and had served as the city physician for Tampa for

12. Harvey L. Wells, Pinellas County Historicd Commission, Unpublished letter
to Walter P. Fuller on file at Heritage Village, Pinellas County, 1 February
1966,l; Pinellas County Deed Records, Book B, 8 January 1926,38; Pinellas
County Deed Records, Book 381,25 November 1868,38.
13. Gary R. Mormino, Italian Anmicans €91C2olida. (Boca Raton, Florida: Center
for Interdisciplinary Studies, 2003),9.
14. John A. Bethell, Histmy of Pinellas Peninsula. (Cleaxwater, Florida: Pinellas
County Historical Commission, 191 l ) , 23.
15. S.T. Walker, "Preliminary Explorations Among the Indian Mounds in
Southern Florida." In Annual Report of the Smithsonian Institutions for 1879
(Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution, 1879): 407-410.
16. Ibid, 409.
17. Wells, 2; Pinellas County Deed Book 17, 10 April 1917,316.
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twelve years. Dr. L.W. Weedon was the grandson of Dr. Frederick
Weedon, the U.S. Army surgeon who attended Seminole leader
Osceola, when the Native American leader was stricken by a fatal
disease during his internment at Fort Moultrie in Charleston
Harbor, South Car~lina.'~A leader in the medical community,
Dr. Leslie Weedon worked with other prominent physicians to
found the Hillsborough County Medical Society, establishing the
goal of solving the public health problems that resulted from the
"primitive conditions and rapid growth" that characterized the city
during the late nineteenth century.lg
The Weedons built their house on the landscape of what was
later to be called "Weedon's Island" atop a mound, reported to
measure 400 feet across and 40 feet tall.*O They used the house as
a weekend and holiday destination for their family and planted a
large citrus grove near other Indian mounds. The naked swath of
land cleared for the grove was still visible on the aerials flown for
the Smithsonian's 1923excavation and lined up with the southern
extreme of the low midden shell heaps skirting the large mound in
Fewkes's sketch of the site. Early settlers in Florida often took
advantage of the rich midden soils for their citrus trees. Today,
the only trace of the grove is the occasional grapefruit tree interspersed in the wild hammock on the Weedon Island Preserve.*l
Dr. Weedon recognized the importance of the Indian
mounds and made a collection of artifacts he found on the surface; Fewkes reported that the collection was already on display at
the Tampa Chamber of Commerce by the time he began excavating the site. According to Fewkes, Dr. Weedon saw the "great possibilities of his island as a recreation place and made an
application to the United States government to have it reserved as

18. Karl H. Grismer, Tampa/A Histmy ofthe City of Tampa and the Tampa Bay Region
of Florida. (Florida: the St. Petersburg Printing Company, Incorporated,
1950), 342-343; John W. Griffin, "The Search For Osceola,"in Ftfty Years of
Southeastern Archaeology: Selected Wmks of John W. &fin, ed. P. G S i n , 1 2 4
(Gainesville,Florida: University Press of Florida, 1996), 127.
19. Cathy Bayless Slusser, "The Birth of an Infant Society: The Hillsborough
County Medical Association, 1895-1899."
Tampa Bay Histmy (Spring/
Summer 1988): 4-5.
20. "S.A. Hedberg Put in Charge and Will Have Force of men Start Digging at
Once,"St. Petersburg I n w t , 8 November 1923.
21. Keith Thompson, Weedon Island Preserve Manager, Personal communication to the author. 15 December 2003.
22. Fewkes, Preliminary A~cheobgiCalE x p h u t i m at Weedm Ishnd, &ah7 3.
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Dr. L.W. Weedon Stands By His Family on the Porch of the Caretaker's House on
Weedon Island. Photograph from the F b d a State Archives

a National
With his application, Dr. Weedon placed his
finger on the pulse of an emerging national movement to preserve natural landscapes and historic properties. Beginning with
the acquisition of Wyoming's Yellowstone Park in 1872, the federal government became the custodian of natural areasz3 In 1875,
Michigan's Mackinac Island with its historic fort became the second national park.24 Formally organized in 1916, the National
Park Service acquired twice as many natural sites as historic ones
because of the "scenic nationalism" that dominated the American
ethos during the 1920~.*~
Dr. Weedon also may have been the first to connect the conquistadors of the early sixteenth century to the public memory of
the City of St. Petersburg. As early as 1913, Weedon was champi-

25. John Bodnar, Raaking America/ Public Menaory, Cmmemmation and Patriotism
in the Twentieth Centuy (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press,
1992),170.
24. David A. Armour, 100 Years at Mackinac: A Centennial Histhy of the Mackinac
Island State Park Commission 1895-1995 (Mackinac Island, Michigan: Mackinac
State Historic Parks, 1995), 7.
25. Bodnar, 170.
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oning a St. Petersburg carnival to celebrate the landing of Spanish
conquistador Hernando de sot^.'^ In an article, which ran on
both sides of Tampa Bay in both the Pinellas edition of the Tampa
Tribune and The St. Petmsburg Tims,Weedon cited historic accounts
of the de Soto landing on the shores of Tampa Bay and insisted
that St. Petersburg was the landing site of the expedition, "a company made up of the wealth, the culture, the daring chivalry, the
flower of youth of old Spain."27 At the end of a purple passage
about the wonders of the landscape of Tampa Bay, Weedon suggested that the purported de Soto landing would seem a valuable
asset to the "Tourist City" of St. Petersburg and recommended a
yearly carnival to represent the event. The celebration took place
on March 24, 1914.28
With the clear intention of sculpting public memory by plating de Soto's landing on the western shore of Tampa Bay, Dr.
Weedon echoed another national trend, the public commemorative activities initiated by U.S. business and commercial interests in
the 1 8 8 0 ~ Dr.
. ~ ~Weedon, born in Sandersville, Georgia, on April
27, 1860 and graduated from medical school at the University of
New York in 1885, was a product of a generation that witnessed
massive parades in the streets of Chicago and New York in 1892
commemorating the four hundredth anniversary of the landing of
Columbus.3o In an attempt to enforce civic order, the celebrations
were organized by business and civic leaders during the time of the
rise of the industrial elite and intense class conflict.31 At Dr.
Weedon's suggestion, the business leaders of St. Petersburg, a
tourist city on the rise, evoked a sense of order and permanence as
they connected their community's short history with the threehundred-year history of the Spanish in La Florida.
During the first two decades of the twentieth century, St.
Petersburg became more urbanized with "a formalization of
institutions, an inevitable breakdown of communal consensus, a

26. Leslie W. Weedon, M.D. "Tampa Historian Notes Discovery,"St. Petemburg
Tames, 26 January 1913.
27. Ibid.
28. Karl H. Grismer, Histmy of St. Petenburg/ Hktorical and Biographical (St.
Petersburg, Florida: The Tourist News Publishing Co.,1924), 164.
29. Bodnar, 31.
30. Grismer, 342.
31. Bodnar, 31.
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quickened pace, and a growing economic and cultural dependence with the outside world."32The city experienced its share of
social unrest during this time of economic growth. Like other
urban cities in the South, distinct class differences persisted, and
Jim Crow laws kept black and white residents separated, with predictable negative results.35
After World War I, a new era began for the Tampa Bay area,
and a new note was played on St. Petersburg's "red violin." In contrast to the social turbulence of the rest of the country, St.
Petersburg's sunshine and shores beckoned to postwar Americans,
and the Sunshine City's Chamber of Commerce hired a new promoter named John Lodwick to promote the city's many physical
and historical attributes." In 1923, the Weedon family sold its
property to the Boulevard and Bay Land and Development
Company, headed by Eugene M. Elliott, a high-powered salesman
whose advertising and publicity campaign for stock sales on behalf
of developer George S. Gandy had raised the funds necessary to
begin the construction of the first bridge that would connect
~ ~ the completion of the Gandy
Tampa and St. P e t e r s b ~ r g .Before
Bridge, located less than a mile from Weedon's Island, Elliott
began his next promotional campaign by visiting the
Smithsonian's Bureau of Ethnology at the end of the summer of
1922; and five days after the sale of Weedon's Island, Dr. J. Walter
Fewkes arrived in St. Petersburg to begin a preliminary survey of
the island's mounds.36
John Lodwick, publicity camera in his hand and hours of reading about the "ancient tribes of Florida" in his head, was on the
boat with Elliott to promote St. Petersburg as Dr. Fewkes got his
first glimpse of the shell mounds through his field glasses.37

32. Arsenault, St. Pdersbu~and the f i d a h a m 1888-1950 (Gainesville, Florida:
University Press of Florida, 1996), 120.
33. Ibid, 124132.
34. Ibid, 186187.
35. Harvey L. Wells, Pinellas County Historical Commission, Unpublished letter
to Walter P. Fuller on file at Pinellas County Heritage Village, 1 February
1966, 1; Pinellas County Deed Records, Deed Book 162, 3 November 1923,
196; Grismer 1950, 215,252.
96. Fewkes, &liminary ArcheologicalExphtions at Weeden Island, &hiah, 4; "Noted
Archaeologist Here to Dig into Shell Mounds," St. Pdmburg Indegmht, 6
November 1923.
37. "Dr. Fewkes Makes a Second Visit to Shell Mound Here," St. Petersburg
Independat, 7 November 1923.
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According to a reporter, Lodwick and Fewkes struck up a conversation about the merits of their cameras, and by the evening,
Fewkes was addressing the attendees at a smoker given by the St.
. ~his~ informal talk, Fewkes suggested
Petersburg Yacht ~ l u b In
that he might find artifacts in the mound on Weedon's Island that
would be as significant as the cliff dwellings at Mesa Verde
National Park. Fewkes noted that the restoration of Mesa Verde
and the construction of roads encouraged many tourists to visit the
park in Colorado each year. He intimated a similar scenario might
follow his study on Weedon's Island.
From the end of World War I until early 1923, the cities in the
Tampa Bay area experienced an influx of winter visitors, and a rise
in real estate prices. The work begun on the George S. Gandy
Bridgejust north of Weedon's Island in 1922 was completed by the
fall of 1924, providing an opportunity for tourists to travel to
Weedon Island from am pa.^^ Elliott completed the circuit for
tourists from St. Petersburg with the construction of scenic Elliott
Boulevard. The curving shoreline road connected the St.
Petersburg's North Shore section, the Brightwaters area, and
Shore Acres with Elliott's "Florida Riviera," the bluffs of Papys
Bayou, and the Gandy Bridge."
On the Tampa side of the bay, the post-World War I real estate
boom brought newly affluent visitors to the area aboard yachts,
railroad coaches, and automobiles. The so-called Tin Can
Tourists, who invaded Tampa by automobile in great numbers in
late 1919, founded their formal organization, Tin Can Tourists of
the World the following year in De Soto Park. Before the automobile era, De Soto Park, located at Palmetto Beach, was a popular
recreational stop for the trolley and had beautiful picnic grounds
and a fishing dock. Across Hillsborough Bay from the park on the
Interbay Peninsula was Ballast Point, another favorite trolley stop.
Ballast Point offered an open-air dancing pavilion and theatre,
~ ~ the completion of the Gandy
bath house, and r e ~ t a u r a n t .With
Bridge, Tin Can Tourists could cross Tampa Bay for 75 cents plus

38. Ibid, 7; "Expert Talks Shell Mounds," St. Petersburg In-t,
1923.
39. Grismer, 251-252.
40. E. M. Elliott and Associates, St. Petersburg Times.
41. Grismer, 215, 249-250.
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10 cents per passenger to visit the new amusements that Weedon
Island had to offer.42
Elliott's development plans for the Weedon peninsula
expanded upon the amusements on Hillsborough Bay and included a pavilion with porches fifty feet above the water, a lookout
tower, "gentlemen's estates," a hotel, two golf courses, a yacht
club, bridle and motor paths, and a park bearing the name of
Narviiez, de Soto's predecessor and the first conquistador to set
foot in the Tampa Bay area.43 In those days, a horse and rider
could cross the Gandy Bridge for 25 cents to make use of the bridle paths."
World War I also ushered in a new national interest in archaeology as the membership of the National Geographic Society grew
from 900 in 1899 to 750,000 in 1920 to more than a million by
1930. All articles in the society's magazine between 1917 and 1918
were related to the war, and free copies were sent to American
troops fighting in Europe. Through the photographs of the magazine, members of the society could see the war up close; and after
the war they continued to read romanticized and appealing articles about geography and travel. 45
The modern science of archaeology was still in its infancy, with
most archaeologists describing and classifying finds with their new
methodology. However, around World War I, archaeologists shifted their focus to the study of the newly identified cultures and
One
sites, and to research that included culture cla~sifications.~~
year after Howard Carter caught his first glimpse of "the wonderful things" in the flickering candlelight of King Tut's tomb,47~ e s s e
Walter Fewkes focused his binoculars on the mounds blanketing
Weedon Island, and National Geographic readers were transformed

42. Sallie Parks, "FriendshipTrail Bridge is Steeped in History." Pinellas County
Parks Articles (December 1999), (http://www.co.pinellas.fl.us/bcc/articles/
Parksl299CBA.ht.m)(17 November 2003).
43. E. M. Elliott and Associates, St. Petenburg Times.
44. Parks, 2.
45. Joan Gero and Dolores Roat, "Public Presentations and Private Concerns:
Archaeology in the Pages of National Geographic,"in The Politics of the Past,
ed. P. Gathercole and D. Lowenthal, 19-37. (London: Unwin Hyman, 1990),
22-26.
46. Cordon R Willey and Jeremy A. Sabloff, A Histoy of American Archaeology
(New York: W.H. Freeman and Company, 1993), 96.
4'7. Nicholas Reeves and John H. Taylor, Howard Carter Before Tutankhamun (New
York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1993), 9.
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into armchair travelers by the exciting discoveries displayed
through "America's lens on the world.""
The Smithsonian Institution, organized in 1836 by an act of
Congress, was founded as "an establishment for the increase and
diffusion of knowledge among men [sic]." Gardiner Greene
Hubbard, who was a regent at the Smithsonian and the guiding
light of the National Geographic Society, adapted the same credo
to the National Geographic Society's "increase and diffusion of
geographic knowledge."49 Beginning in 1923, the Smithsonian's
excavations on Weedon Island provided a chance for many Tampa
Bay residents to leave their armchairs and drive or sail a short distance to see an excavation in progress. It was an unprecedented
public archaeology project for the Tampa Bay area and included
picnics in NarvAez Park where a speaker's stand and seating for 500
people were available for tourist organizations. An appointee of
Fewkes, Dr. Matthew W. Stirling of the Smithsonian National
Museum, began his work on Weedon Island by pitching a tent and
erecting an enclosure for the excavation to protect the highly publicized site and its artifacts from looters. During the excavation
hundreds of visitors flocked to the peninsula, escorted by the stafT
of Elliott's Boulevard and Bay Land and Development Company.
Among the many groups that traveled to the excavation by boat
was the fledgling Memorial and Historical Society of St.
Petersburg, with founding President Mary Eaton on board.50
The Boulevard and Bay Land and Development Company set
up three exhibits for the Smithsonian in downtown St. Petersburg,
two in their offices at 516 Central Avenue and 549 Central Avenue,
and one in the Williamson botanical gardens located at Fifth
Avenue North and Beach Drive.51 Fewkes, Stirling, and other excavators addressed onlookers at Weedon Island, and Fewkes prepared special lectures held Monday, Wednesday, and Friday
afternoons at the Williamson property adjacent to an Indian

48. Howard S. Abramson, National Geographic: Behind Amarica's Las on the Wmld
(New York: Crown Publishers, Inc., 198'7).
49. Ibid, 36.
50. "Two Big Picnics Arranged For Weedon's Island Soon," St. Petersbulg
Indepadent, 11 January 1924.
51. "LocalMounds Are Richest in Relics of a Past Race,"St .Petersbulg Independent,
16January 1924.
52. "Fewkes Delivers Address on Weedon's Island Discoveries," St. Pelersbulg
Times, 20 March 1924.
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midden just north of the modern Vinoy croquet garden. These
informal talks included a time for St. petemburg residents and visitors to ask questions in a "query box," thereby satisfying the two
pronged goal of diffusing information about the artifacts to the
public as soon as they came out of the ground, and promoting the
public value of the real estate from which the artifacts were exca~ a t e d . ~In
* a letter to Fewkes, Stirling declared that Elliott's p u b
licity made the "population into 70,000 'archaeologists' "and that
his exhibit had "more visitors in a day than the national museum
has in a week."" Fewkes found the enthusiasm in St. Petersburg
''very refreshing" and thought that their work was a "magnet" that
would "draw the attention of many visitors to F l ~ r i d a . " ~ ~
According to the Fewkes Report, Elliott's company demolished Dr. Weedon's residence and out-buildings on the highest
shell mound and built a pavilion and a tower in their stead.55 The
pavilion was constructed with elevated porches and a dining portion that overlooked the mangrove "Venetian Islands" near the
Gandy Bridge.56 Dr. Fewkes began his investigation by cutting a
trench running north into the center of the large shell mound,
which supported the pavilion. The workmen recovered few artifacts and found no evidence of native dwellings, but they discovered a burial area about 1,000 feet northwest of the highpoint of
the mound.57 By March 1923, a building had been erected to
house an exhibit of the artifacts unearthed from the mound comple~.~~
During the Smithsonian's excavation, the national strains of
public commemoration, scenic nationalism, and the romance of
53. Correspondence from M. W. Stirling to J. W. Fewkes, Smithsonian
Institution, Bureau of American Ethnology, Washington, D.C., 18 December
1923, Records of the BAE, Correspondence 1909-1950, Box 33, National
AnthropologicalArchives, Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C.
54. Correspondence from J. W. Fewkes to M. W. Stirling, Smithsonian
Institution, Bureau of American Ethnology, Washington, D.C., 22 December
1923, Records of the BAE, Correspondence 1909-1950, Box 33, National
Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C.
55. Fewkes, Reliminary Archeological Explorations at Weeden Island, Roida, 4 5 .
56. "Dance Celebrates Passing $1,250,000 Mark in Sales," St. Petenburg T i m ,
Article on file at the St. Petersburg Museum of History, n.d.
57. Fewkes, Preliminmy Archeological Explorations at Weeda Island, Nor&, 56;
Correspondence between M. W. Stirling and J. W. Fewkes, Smithsonian
Institution Bureau of American Ethnology, Washington, D.C., 27 December
1923.
58. "Dr. Fewkes to Speed Work in Weedon's Island Excavations," St. Petersburg
Times, 6 March 1924.
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J.W. Fewkes Takes a Close Look at the Excavation on Weedon Island, Photograph
From the National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution (01363600)
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archaeological exploration infused the visitor's experience of the
Weedon landscape. And by the spring of 1924, the developing
technology of movies further commemorated the discoveries
made on Weedon Island and extended the reach to audiences
nationwide. Articles in the St. Petersburg Times noted the newsreels
featuring Dr. Stirling and Dr. Fewkes. Both newsreels were made
by Chicago cameraman R. K. Peck for distribution across the
United States and to the home cities of tourist societies, whose
members appeared on the reels shot on Weedon
The following year Dr. Stirling marveled:
it is something of a new procedure to record excavation
work on the 'movie' film. But the public has become so
interested in archeological work recently, especially since
the discovery of King 'Tut's' tomb, that persons unable to
see such undertakings personally are anxious to get a firstclass 'second-hand' view at their favorite theaters. 60
Stirling and his assistants, along with Elliott and members of
his organization, were given the privilege of seeing themselves on
screen in a sneak preview of the newsreel in St. Petersburg's Rex
Theater the day before the grand opening of the Namiez Park
The topical sheet
Cafe and dancing pavilion on Weedon I~land.~'
of the film described five scenes:
Showing pottery, still in ground, partially uncovered; scientists working in excavations, showing methods used in
uncovering finds; removing pottery from original burial
place; close-up of one of the specimen [sic] recovered;
crowds filing through woods on path alongside of mound;
same crowd gathered around excavation watching scientists at work; showing stratification of mound and scientist
[sic] at work carefully uncovering the bones of some of the
prehistoric people; close-up of Dr. M. W. Stirling of the
National museum, Washington, D. C., who is working in
co-operation with the Smithsonian Institution and his staff,
John Drake, E.L. Reichard and S. A. Hedberg; tropical jun59. Ibid; "News Reel Will Show World Weedon's Island Discovery," St. Petersburg
Times,2 February 1924.
60. "Scientiststo Excavate Old Indian Mounds,"St. Petmburg Times,18 January
1925.
61. "Dance Celebrates Passing $1,250,000 Mark in Sales," St. Petersburg Times
Article on file at the St. Petersburg Museum of History, n.d.
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gle, untouched by modern civilization as it was probably at
the time these prehistoric people roamed the island.62
The newsreels encapsulated the subsequent mythology that
was transferred to the memories of thousands of visitors and citizens of their native cities. Eugene Elliott's promotional acumen
lay in his ability to tap into the big stories emerging on a national
level and apply them to a piece of land on the outskirts of an
emerging tourist city. A1though his development scheme was ultimately a financial failure, Elliott succeeded in integrating the elements of history, archaeology, and landscape into the cultural
memory of Weedon Island. The trained eye still can detect the soft
depressions cut into the sand at the site by the shovels of the excavation teams. A fishing pier, at the location of the bridge built
across Riviera Bay and the bed of the paved road along the west
crescent of the bay mark Elliott's part in the peninsula's story.
But it was the prehistoric Weedon Islanders who built the
mounds and crafted their distinctive signature pottery. It was their
ceramics, complete with punctations, spirals, and symbolic figures, that attracted the admiration and study of the
Smithsonian for three field seasons of excavation.
Weedon Island was to become the type-site for the significant
Weeden (alternate spelling) Island Culture that existed along the
Florida Gulf Coast into north Florida, Georgia, and Alabama
between 1000 and 1800 years ago. As the Weedon Island mounds
were opened, a total of 465 graves of prehistoric Weedon Islanders
were recorded, and the mystery of a vanished culture was added to
the community's memory of the place.
The late Dr. Gordon R. Willey of Harvard's Peabody Museum,
who first synthesized the Weeden Island Culture based on the pottery and a unique ceremonialism, addressed the Florida
Anthropological Society at Fort Walton Beach 75 years after the
To the new generation of archaeoloSmithsonian's exca~ations.~~
gists, Willey posed a new set of questions and ideas about the
62. " L s Reel Will Show World Weedon's Island Discovery,"St. Petersburg Tim.
63. Correspondence from M. W. Stirling to J. W. Fewkes, Smithsonian
Institution, Bureau of American Ethnology, Washington, D.C., 5 January
1924, Records of the BAE, Correspondence 1909 - 1950, Box 33,
NationalAnthropologicalArchives, Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C.
64. Gordon R. Willey, Archeology of the Florida Gulf Coast, Miscellaneous
Collections, Vol. 1 13 (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution, 1949), 3 9 6
451.
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exotic-looking pottery first recorded on Weedon Island. Willey
detected a definite connection, inspired from the pottery traditions of Native Peoples in Louisiana and Mississippi, but he asserted that "for whatever reasons, the Florida natives ran wild with
those ceramic traditions once they got them over here."65 A science fiction writer as well as an archaeologist, Willey scripted the
following scenario to the archaeologists assembled.
What were the liberating, energizing factors that operated
here for Weeden Island Gulf Florida Potters? This is one
of those questions that archaeology....can't give a really
scientific answer to; at the same time, it's a question that
intrigues us. Maybe it has something to do with the soft
life-the
climate, the abundant provender from the
sea.. ..All in all, I think the Florida Gulf Coast during the
Weeden Island I Period would have been the best place
and time to be a pre-Columbian Indian. Later, things
changed.. ..I am glad that I had the opportunity to be one
of those who began the task of sorting and ordering the
data that you, I trust, will be interpreting in ever more
adventurous ways.66
Indeed, significant adventurous interpretations by Native
Peoples, archaeologists, and the surrounding community have
continued to interpret the lifeways of the First Weedon Islanders at
the Weedon Island Preserve Cultural and Natural History Center.
The wall culving around the center's classroom incorporates a die
tinctive Weeden Island Culture design, possibly an aquatic bird in
flight, and the interactive Virtual Tour of Artifacts housed in the
exhibits hall interprets artifacts from the perspective of Seminole
students from the Ahfachkee School in Big Cypress, of Pinellas
County archaeologists, and of Dr. Brent Weisman of the University
of South Fl~rida.~'
65. Gordon R Willey, "InconsequentThoughts and Other Reflections on Florida
Archaeology."The Florida Anthropologist 52(3) (September 1999): 202.
66. Ibid, 202-204.
67. Sheila K.Stewart, "Creatingthe Weedon Island Preserve Cultural and Natural
History Center." The Rudu Anthropologist 56(4) (December 2003): 293-294;
P. E. Kolianos, S. K. Stewart, and B. R. Weisman. "Virtual Tour:
An Interpretive Journey/ Bringing Weeden Back to Weedon," Paper
delivered at the 60h Annual Meeting of the Southeastern Archaeological
Conference, November 15, 2003; "The Virtual Tour of Artifacts."
chttp://www.weedonislandcenter.org>(August 2005).
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By 1925, Elliott's development company was in trouble along
with other projects in the Tampa Bay Area, as the real estate boom
began to shrivel and finally went bust in the spring of 1927.68
Local businessman L.W. Baynard Sr. later recalled that by 1925
Elliot already had a tax lien on his holdings filed by the federal
g ~ v e r n r n e n t J.
. ~Kennedy
~
Block, the realtor promoting the nearby Rio Vista development, bought controlling stock in the
Boulevard and Bay Land and Development Company and turned
Elliott's observation tower and his "old casino" into the San ~ k m o
A handsome colonial style building with a new dance floor
and "dazzling display of electric lights," the club opened its doors
on February 10, 1926, featuring French and Russian cuisine served
to the strains of an exotic band of Russian folk singers and
dancers." However, the nightclub became another casualty of the
bust and closed its doors soon afterwards when the development
company fell into the hands of the First National Bank at Tampa
and the property that encompassed the mounds returned to Dr.
weedon.
By 192'7, a few families lived on the peninsula, and cabins for
a construction camp had been built on the opposite end. Weedon
Island had become the haunt of bootleggers and was the site of a
brawl and a murder on February 4'h of that year. According to
reporter Dick Bothwell, a shack in the construction camp was
burned late that night and a bloodstained ax and human remains
were found among the smoldering ruins.73 Willie Cole, a soft-spoken black man who worked in nearby Rio Vista, discovered the
flames and reported the fire to camp superintendent. Upon investigation, the superintendent discovered the dismembered body of
a white man in the wreckage of the shack. Although not initially a
suspect in the murder and arson, Cole was charged-and convicted
of murder and sentenced to life in prison.74 Granted a new trial
on the basis of insufficient evidence, Cole eventually pleaded guilty

'*

68. Arsenault, 198, 252.
69. Dick Bothwell, "St.Petersburg's Mysterious Island Part 11," St. Petersbu?g Times,
25 August 1957.
70. "Opening of San Remo Club at Weedon's Island Proves Instant Success," St.
Petenburg Time,12 February 1926.
71. Ibid.
72. Bothwell; "Weedon Tract Available For City Recreation," St. Petersburg
I n w h t , 11 April 1928.
73. Bothwell.
74. "Willie Cole Gets New Trial,"St. Petersburg Times, 12 February 1928.
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to manslaughter, and his attorney negotiated a sentence of t w o
and-one half years, of which he had already served two years.
Although no evidence of the burned cabin and the murder
remain, the brief history of bootlegging, arson, and murder
reflects the tenuous hold social institutions had on the island. If
the ready conviction of a black man for the murder of a white man
reinforced southern racial history, no trace of the events remains
on the landscape of the island. However, the next stage of
Weedon Island's story involved the new technologies of flight and
film, which have left lasting impressions both on the land and in
the cultural memory of Pinellas County.
The possibility for air travel first appeared in St. Petersburg in
1912, when residents scanned the skies to find the source of an
unfamiliar whirring. The buzz came from the engine of a Curtiss
biplane flown by Leonard W. Bonney, the first pilot to fly over the
It had taken nine years since the Wright brothers' successes
at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, for aviators to reach St. Petersburg,
but by the following year, the St. Petersburg Board of Trade had
invested in a "flying boat," the first contracted airline in the
world.76 he new St. Petersburg-TampaAirboat Line provided air
service between Tampa and St. Petersburg. Piloted by Tony
Jannus, the BenoiFt airboat crossed the waters of Tampa Bay for two
round trips daily. After a scant five months the novelty wore off,
and the airline closed its hanger."
Fifteen years later, in September 1929, Fred V. Blair, an associate of E. M. Elliot, announced his plans to establish an airport in
St. Petersburg for land and sea planes. In October, Blair began the
construction of runways, a hanger, and a dock on Papys Bayou for
seaplanes.78With the completion of the Grand Central Airport
and its offices, observation tower, and pilots' sleeping quarters,
Blair and Company had opened the sky around Weedon Island for
tourists and visitors to the Tampa Bay area?9 To commemorate
the opening of the airport on January 8, 1930, pilot Harold
McMahon landed on Weedon Island with the N m t h Star,
75. Warren J. Brown, Flmida's Aviation Histiny (Largo, Florida: Aero-Medical
Consultants, Inc., 1980), 38.
76. Ibid, 71.
77. Arsenault, 143.
78. "PrivateCompany Plans to Build Immense Airport," St. Petersburg Indapendent.
18 September 1929.
79. "Local Airport Orders Hangar," St. Petersburg Times, 28 December 1929.

Published by STARS, 2005

19

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 84 [2005], No. 3, Art. 4

America's largest passenger plane at the time. McMahon was greeted by a large crowd gathered to catch a glimpse of the giant aircraft. Like the prehistoric people who watched the graceful spirals
of the birds impressed in effigy upon their pottery, hundreds of
admiring spectators gazed at the graceful landing of the huge aircraft. Among the upturned faces on the island were Mayor Arthur
R. Thompson of St. Petersburg, Mayor D. B. McKay of Tampa, and
Mayor H. H. Haskin of Clearwater; the tri-city delegation attended
a reception held afterwards at the Vinoy Park Hotel and hosted by
Blair and Company.80
On the heels of the Grand Central Airport dedication, Horace
Albright, Director of the National Park Service (NPS), along with
his associate director Arno Cammerer and E. K. Burlow, an assistant to the Secretary of the Interior, made a trip to Weedon Island
to consider the site for a national memorial park dedicated to
Hernando de S ~ t o . ~Not
l surprisingly, William L. Straub, a progressive activist and champion of St. Petersburg's downtown waterfront,82chaired the local committee on the national park project.
Also on the committee was Walter P. Fuller, vice-chairman of the
city planning and zoning board whose interest in local history
would lead him to publish three books on St. Petersburg.
Mayor Thompson and a group of Pinellas County officials met
with the committee and Albright over dinner at the Vinoy Park
Hotel to discuss how to proceed with the designation. Albright
recommended that the city or a group of individuals should
acquire the property and then turn it over to the federal government for development and maintenance. Dr. Weedon had offered
to sell the property to the city of St. Petersburg for recreation purposes two years before, but at the time of their meeting with
Director Albright, city officials still had not acted upon his "unofficial" offer to buy the approximately 400 acres, including an old
orange grove, and a group of buildings.83
When Dr. Albright made his 1930 trip to Florida, he was in the
process of expanding the political base of support for the
NPS. Highly influenced by the national trend toward historic

80. "Blair Stages Luncheon for Three Cities,"St. Petersburg T i m , 9 January 1930.
81. "Park Officials Make Inspection of Weedon Isle," St. Petersburg Ind.p&t,
17
February 1930.
82. Arsenault, 85-87.
83. "WeedonTract Available For City Recreation," St. Petersburg I n w d a t .
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403
celebrations, Albright had begun moving the NPS towards historic
preservation and the systematic interpretation of military and prehistoric sites.84At the same time, Albright was impressed with the
foliage and rare plants found on Weedon Island and ordered a
National Park botanist named "Mr. Bumpas," [sic] who was conducting research in the Everglades, to study Weedon's Island as soon as
he finished his research in south Florida. A St. Petershg Times article states that the mounds and artifacts from the Smithsonian excavations as well as the "botanical growths," "bay, and bayou" were
deeply interesting to Albright and his
uMr. Bumpas" was
Dr. Herman Carey Bumpus, a naturalist who had been the first
director of the American Museum of Natural History from 19021908, and who had left a later position as President of Tufts college
in 1918 to become involved with the National Park Service.86
During his early work with the NPS, Dr. Bumpus conceived of
the notion of trailside museums and personally supervised their
development, the first at the Glacier Point Lookout Station in
Yosemite. Natural history shrines were also Bumpus' brainchildren. In his philosophy, which provided the foundation for interpretive centers throughout the United States, the surroundings of
museums were the exhibits, and the museums served as sources of
the information, providing maps, guides, and books about the surroundings. Natural history shrines were erected to give the visitor
information about interesting phenomena nearby.87 In 1930, the
National Parks Commission of the Department of the Interior recommended that Weedon Island should become a national shrine
upon approval by executive proclamation. The dreams of these
early proponents of Weedon Island seemed close at hand.88
However, beginning in the spring of 1930, the St. Petersburg
tourist trade entered a period of decline, and there were hundreds
of mortgage foreclosures, as depression followed the stock market
crash in October 1929. By April 1930, two months after Albright's

84. Ibid.
85. Lillian Blackstone, "Experts Coming to Make Survey of Island Here," St.
Petersburg Times, 2 March 1930.
86. "Herman Carey Bumpus." Recreation, Park & Tourism Sciences, Texas A &
M University, Pugsley Awards <www.rpts.tamu.edu/pugsley/Bumpus.htm>
(27January 2004), 1-3.
87. Ibid.
88. John W. Falconnier, "WeedonIsland to Become Shrine." I;lorida's Woods and
Waters (1930), 10-12.
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visit to Weedon Island, St. Petersburg's bonded indebtedness per
capita became the second highest in the nation. By May, the city
was forced to default on its own bond payments,8gand the de Soto
Shrine was never built by a city too poor to purchase the land.
Ironically, it is possibly fitting that Weedon Island never received
recognition as de Soto's landing spot, because no archaeological
evidence has been found to veriQ contact between the indigenous
Weedon Islanders and the early expeditions of the sixteenth century conquistadors Narviiez and de sot^.^ However, these connections have persisted in local folklore.g1
Amazingly, in the atmosphere of scarcity that descended on St.
Petersburg, Fred Blair continued to develop the Grand Central
Airport on Weedon Island and established the Gulf Coast Airways
~ ~the same year, Eastern Air Transport conin August of 1 9 3 1 . In
tracted to fly out of Grand Central and began making four trips
each day from Daytona Beach to St. Petersburg. Mail was delivered
via Pitcairn Mailwings, and Curtiss Kingbirds were added to the
fleet for passenger service.g3 Today, only the foundation of the
Mediterranean Revival style office and a low mound of rubble overgrown with tall grass lie on the surface to remind the passersby of
the old airport. Blair continued to promote his air shows until St.
Petersburg foreclosed on the property in 1941 due to the back
taxes owed?4
In 1933, the island entered a new phase of its history when
Blair convinced Aubrey Kennedy, veteran movie director, to transplant his movie productions to the old San Remo Club on Weedon
Island.95 As part of the Kennedy's permanent motion picture

89. Arsenault, 255. Payments did not resume until 1937.
90. Jerald T. Mianich and Charles Hudson, Hernando de Soto and the Indians of
M d a . (Gainesville, Florida: University Press of Florida, 1993); Jeffrey M.
Mitchem, "ReakfiningSafety Harbor: Late Prehktinic/Protohktoric Archeology in
West PeninsularFlorida" (Ph.D.diss., University of Florida, 1989), 50.
91. Jeff Klinkenberg, "Uncivilized-And Better For It," St. Petersburg Times, 17
February 1988; Keith Thompson, The Weedon Island Story (Florida
Departmentof Natural Resources, Division of Recreation and Parks, 1992);
Wee& Island Reserve Resource Management Phn/Final Report, 1, 5.Brown, 208;
"GulfAirways Opened Here," St. Petersburg Times, 21 August 1931.
93. Brown, 147.
94. "Airport Property To Be Foreclosed For City Taxes,"St. Petersbu7g Indepenht,
6 August 1941.
95. R. M. Markham, "Local Developer Joined Deadrick In Plan To build Film
Center," St. Petersburg In@endent, 29 July 1933.
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development scheme, he founded Kennedy City, converting the
San Remo Club into a studio for his first film Chloe and building a
sound stage of steel construction for his second film, Playthings of
~ e s i r eAmong
. ~ ~ the performers in Chloe were white actresses Molly
O'Day and Olive Borden, black actress Georgette Harvey, and
black actor Jud
The erratic storyline of the first movie
filmed on Weedon Island was fraught with racism and sexism and
included images of Georgette Harvey in a top hat and the frenetic
dancing of her black voodoo followers around a blazing fire, while
a confused Chloe, played by Olive Borden, was tied to the trunk of
a fallen tree helplessly awaiting her impending sacrifice.
On May 30, 1933, Buster Keaton joined the group, arriving at
the Grand Central airport on an Eastern Air Transport passenger
plane.98 Keaton, famous for his porkpie hat, came to Kennedy City
to work on a film called The Fisherman after starring in the successful MGM film What No Beer? In February of the same year, MGM
had handed Keaton his walking papers because of his heavy drinking and difficult personality. So, like many transplanted Floridians
in search of the Florida dream, he moved to St. Petersburg to start
again.
During his first week in town, Keaton completed the outline of
the plot for his film and by June 2, he had signed a contract to produce two or three pictures a year with a three-year option. During
the same week, as excavation for the foundation of a new sound
stage commenced, Mayor Henry W. Adams presented Keaton with
the keys to the city at a large gathering in Williams Park, complete
with speeches, singers, and bands. St. Petersburg celebrated his
appearances around town, but the actor spent much of his time
posing in publicity shots with his co-star Molly O'Day, watching the
filming of Chloe and Playthings of Desire, and waiting for the sound
stage to be completed. On June 17, 1933, Tallahassee received the
articles of incorporation for his Flamingo Film Company and the
new studio was completed later in the summer."
During his stay in St. Petersburg, Keaton moved his wife and
brother into the J.L. Younghusband residence on Snell Isle and
96. "Movie Studio Will Be Built," St. Petershrg Times,25 June 1933.
97. "Film Player Arrives Today to Work in Kennedy Picture," St. Petersburg
Indqbenht, 19 May 1933.
98. Christopher Carmen, "The Florida Fiasco," The Keaton ChronicEe 2 (4)
(Autumn 1994) : 2.
99. Ibid, 1-3.
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Kennedy City/Sun Haven Movie Studios on Weedon Island. Photograph Courtesy,
Tampa-HilIsb~~ough
County Public Library System

contracted to play third base with the Coca-Cola Kids, a local baseball team. Drawing a large crowd, he played his first game on June
14, but the Kids "lost three to two to the always tough Poinsettia
Dairy team." loo On one occasion, Keaton appeared at Williams
Park and $500 was offered to the person who could make him
laugh. The poker-faced actor rose to the challenge and did not
crack a smile.101However, Keaton never rose to the challenges of
making movies on Weedon Island and left the Sunshine City on
July 26. In a statement released on August 14, he officially severed
ties with Kennedy Productions, citing financial misrepresentations
and difficult working conditions. He never filmed he ~ b h a n . ~ ~ *
The following day, the St. Petersburg Times announced the reorganization of the movie project at Weedon's Island by T. C. Parker
Jr. who had been the chairman of the board of directors of the
100. Ibid, 3.
101. Bothwell.
102. Carmen,3.
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Kennedy holding.lo3 Parker bought out Kennedy's interests
including the rights to Chloeand Playthings of Desire, and established
the Sun Haven Studios, Inc. to begin filming The Hired Wife.
Featuring the photography of Mack Stengel, shots of the "scenic
beauties of St. Petersburg" and shots across the bay near Sun
Haven City, as it was now called, Playthings opened at the Capitol
Theatre on September 2, 1933.1°4 The film starred James
Kirkwood, Linda Watkins, Molly O'Day, and Josephine Dunn in
the story of a man who is the plaything of his own desires and who
dies as a result of his passion. Along with a review of the sneak preview the night before the premiere, photographs of crowd scenes
were printed with the names of local St. Petersburg residents
recruited for the film.lo5 Thus, the same promotional technique
of filming St. Petersburg faces, first used in the newsreels of the
late 1920s to bring tourists to the Sun City, was employed again to
drum up interest in the Sun Haven's motion picture.
WSUN Radio broadcast the premiere, staged with the glamour
of a Hollywood opening night and featuring a personal appearance by Molly O'Day, music played by a popular accordionist, and
songs by a "negro [sic] sextet."lo6 Sun Haven Studios completed
its third and final film, The Hired Wife, in the fall of 1933, but the
glamour and hoopla were cut short when the IRS foreclosed on
the studio property, confiscated all three films, the new sound
stage, and the production facilities because of a "tax liability."lo7
About the same quality as late night TV movies, Sun Haven's pictures were "three pictures which everyone involved preferred to
forget," but the memory of the stars and the ill-fated studios on
Weedon Island persisted in the public's memory of Weedon Island
like a melody lingering among the abandoned buildings.108 The
Sun Haven Studio buildings burned or were torn down, waitinginvestigations by historical archaeologists in the future.log
103. "ParkerReorganizes Movie Project At Weedon Island,"St. Pettrsbu7g Times, 15
August 1933; "T.C. Parker, Chairman of Kennedy Corporation Board, Is
Engineer, Sportsman and World War Vet," St. Petenburg Incle$mdcnt, 29 July
1933.
September 1933.
104. "PictureShows Scenic Beauty,"St. Petenburg In-t,2
105. "AnotherScene From 'Playthings of Desire' Which Has Premiere at Capitol
Tomorrow,"St. Petersbu~In-dent,
1 September 1933.
106. "Picture Shows Scenic Beauty,"St. Petmsburg Indcgendent.
107. Carmen, 3.
108. Bothwell, 5.
109. "MysteryBlaze Sweeps Studio,"St. Petenburg Times, 25 December 1937,1;"01d
Movie Studio Destroyed by Fire,"St. Petersbu7g T i w , 26 June 1963, 1B.
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Even as Weedon Island's dreams of celluloid glory bded, the
archeological treasures buried in the ancient mounds offered
another opportunity for economic development. In December
1933, another big name in the field of archaeology,Froelich Rainey
traveled from the Peabody Museum of Yale University and set up
headquarters at the Palm Court Apartments to study the Indian
mounds of the Tampa Bay region and to look into "establishing a
scientific branch of that institution [Peabody Museum] ."l10 Rainey,
a Yale University graduate student, was following in the footsteps of
Matthew Stirling, who had become the chief of the Smithsonian's
Bureau of American Ethnology upon Fewkes's death in 1930.
In March and April of the previous year, Stirling had conducted his first systematic survey of the Tampa Bay mounds to investigate the possible links between the prehistoric peoples of the
Florida Gulf Coast and the West lndies.lll He continued his fieldwork during the following February, March, and April, excavating
the Safety Harbor burial mound, while the United States National
Museum surveyed archaeological sites in the Dominican
Republic.ll* The Smithsonian's work on Weedon Island and in
the Tampa Bay area in the late 1920s eventually became a stepping
stone for developing investigations in the Caribbean region.
Although Rainey did not establish a research branch in the Tampa
Bay area, he followed the emerging research interest in the
Caribbean and conducted pioneering fieldwork in Puerto Rico
and the U.S. Virgin Islands during the r n i d - 1 9 3 0 ~ . ~ ~ ~
-

110. 'Yale Man Digging in Indian Mounds on Weedon's Isle," St. Petersburg
Independat, 11 December 1933.
111. "Prehistoric Mounds in the Vicinity of Tampa Bay, Florida." Explorations and
Field-work of the Smithsonian Institution in I929 (City of Washington:
Smithsonian Institution, 1930) : 183186.
112. "Summary of Archaeological Work in the Americas During 1929 and 1930."
American Archaeology Saies No. 5 (Washington, D.C.: The Pan American
Union, 1930): p.35-37.
113. In 1947, Rainey was appointed director of the University of Pennsylvania
Museum, from which he established the popular television series "What in the
World." Best described as a parlor game, the show popularized anthropology and archaeology and brought them into the living rooms of armchair
adventurers for fourteen years. "Froelich Rainey Biography." American
Museum of Natural Histmy Anthropological Archive, (http://anthro.amnh.org/
anthropology/FindAid/Rainey) (February 4,2004); "What in the World: the
Original TV Show @ University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology."
University of Pennsylvania Museum What in the Wmld? News and h i e u s ,
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(February 4, 2004).
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In the early twentieth century, Weedon Island's complex historical landscape intersected with national and regional cultural
and economic developments that exploited Tampa Bay's Native
American heritage, rode the wave of Florida's tourist boom, and
incorporated the latest technology of flight and film. Often simultaneously reaching for the ancient and the new, the Weedon
Island ventures failed to bring the financial success their promoters envisioned. Nevertheless, because the national connections
promoted during the Florida boom combined with the unintentional preservation resulting from the foreclosures of the ensuing
bust, the Weedon Island Preserve continues to be a place of cultural pride today where visitors go to remember its unique past. In
fact, during the first decade of the twenty-first century, Pinellas
County's Department of Environmental Management built a new
type of mound on Weedon Island. The baskets and shell tools that
the First Weedon Islanders used to build their mounds were
replaced with dump trucks and bulldozers, packing the soil that
supports the elevated foundation of a cultural and natural history
center. Dedicated on November 2, 2002, the center officially
opened its doors on December 26 of the same year with the general mission to "create a better understanding and appreciation of
the rich cultural history of the preserve and the natural systems
that supported this cultural development."l14 The educational
goals of the center include working with indigenous peoples to
enhance mutual understanding and deepen the interpretation of
the past through programs and exhibits. Like the Smithsonian's
National Museum of the American Indian, which opened
September 21, 2004, the center on Weedon Island has become
part of another national story, a "circling back of American history on itself," with the placement of the history of native peoples
back into the public memoty of Tampa Bay.l15
As today's visitors to the preserve walk the sandy soils tamped
by human feet through the ages, the mechanized sounds of St.
114. Sheila K. Stewart, "Weedon Island Preserve Education Center/Sky-LandWater,June 4,2001; Weedon Island Preserve Education Center Building and
Exhibits Program/Weedon Island Preserve Sky-Land-Water, July 6, 2001.
Copy on file at the Environmental Lands Division of Pinellas County
Department of Environmental Management
115. W. Richard West, Jr., "The National Museum of the American Indian:
Cultural Redemption and Reconciliationin the 21"' Century/ Remarks on the
Occasion of the First Occupancy of the National Museum of the American
Indian." National Press Club, Washington, D.C., 15 January 2004.
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Petersburg's streets subside. Hikers can hear the cries of seabirds
and the conversation of fishermen wading in the shallows. From
the vantage of a kayak or canoe, they might catch a glimpse of the
distinctive silhouette of a Roseate Spoonbill in flight or of an
Osprey with a fish squirming in its talons. From the boardwalk
lookouts, one still can enjoy the quiet pleasure of mingling
thoughts with the gentle lapping of bay waters or take in the view
over the mangrove canopy of Riviera Bay from the observation
decks of the Weedon Island Preserve Cultural and Natural History
Center. Through the exhibits and programs of the center, the
community continues to interpret the past movements of settlement and preservation across the landscape of Weedon Island.

Corrections:
The s M of the Florida Historical Society apologizes for the following errors on pages 295 and 296 of the Fall 2005 issue of The
Quarterly. ( I ) On page 295, the number of counties is p u b
lished as sixty-six. That's wrong. There are sixty-seven counties
in the Sunshine State. We knew that, but gremlins.... (2) On
page 296, the Zip Code for the Society's address is published as
32933. That's wrong. It is 32922. We also knew that. (3) The
Society's telephone number is listed on page 296 as "680-1971,"
but, once again, that's wrong. It is (321) 690-19'71. Thank you.
Nick Wynne, PhD
Executive Director
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